EMPOWERING KINSHIP CARE:

A Clear Path Forward for Pennsylvania

Too many Pennsylvania children are separated not
only from their parents but also from the relatives and
trusted adults who could provide stability, connection,
and care. Kinship care works, and with federal
flexibility now available, Pennsylvania has a clear
opportunity to remove barriers, support families, and
keep more children with kin.

Pennsylvania’s child welfare system investigates
reports of child abuse and neglect and provides
services to stabilize families and keep them together.
When children cannot safely remain at home, the
next best option is placement with relatives or kin;
someone who has a positive, supportive, pre-existing
relationship with the child or family.

While kinship care yields better outcomes for foster
children, it is still significantly underutilized. In 2023,
Pennsylvania’s foster care system served nearly
18,000 children. Yet more than half of those children
were placed with non-relative foster parents or in
group settings. These types of placements compound
the trauma of family separation, disrupt routines, and
prevent children from remaining connected to their
culture and community.

Kinship care offers a preferred path for foster children,
including better long-term outcomes. Children in
kinship care:

Experience less trauma and greater placement
stability.

Demonstrate improved emotional, behavioral, and
educational outcomes.

Build stronger connections to family, culture, and
community.

Are more likely to experience timely reunification
and family-centered permanency planning.
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Despite these benefits, only 38% of
Pennsylvania children in
foster care are placed with kin,

a rate that has decreased over the last four years. Too
often, kin are arbitrarily disqualified from becoming
caregivers or licensed placements for children. This

is due to outdated, burdensome regulations and

state policies, coupled with subjectivity in decision-
making. More importantly, they are often unrelated

to the child’s safety. Common-sense solutions can
help ensure that each child is raised with kin when

a safe option is available, and now is the time for
Pennsylvania to act.

Federal Policy Now Supports
Kin-Specific Licensing
Pennsylvania, among other states, licenses kinship

caregivers under the same requirements applied to
non-relative foster parents. The licensing process fails




to account for the needs of kinship families and often
places unnecessary barriers on kin achieving foster
care approval. The federal Administration for Children
and Families addressed this concern in 2023 by
issuing new guidance allowing states to:

Establish a different set of kin-specific licensing
standards, which are less burdensome and more
flexible, to be applied to kinship foster homes.

Receive federal reimbursement for children placed
in homes licensed under kin-specific standards.

Ensure equal financial support for kinship and
non-relative foster caregivers.

As of 2026, 20 states (Colorado, Delaware, lllinois,
lowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland,
Michigan, Nebraska, Nevada, North Dakota,
Oklahoma, Oregon, South Carolina, South Dakota,
Tennessee, Texas, Washington, and Wisconsin) have
received federal approval for kin-specific licensing
standards. Pennsylvania has not yet acted.

Kin-specific licensing allows different certification
requirements for kin and relatives. These flexible
standards streamline the process for family caregivers
and permit states and jurisdictions to remove
unnecessary barriers to licensure while maintaining
critical safety-related standards.

This approach recognizes that kin are often ready and
willing to care for a child, but they are rejected due to
non-safety considerations or prohibitive requirements
designed for non-relative foster homes. Kin-specific
standards reduce non-safety barriers that delay or
prevent licensure, support stability and continuity

for children, and ensure that caregivers receive the
financial support they need to safely care for related
children. This process is a critical step toward keeping
children with someone they know and trust when they
cannot remain safely at home.

Pennsylvania's Current Licensing Rules
Create Unnecessary Barriers

Under current policy and law, kinship caregivers must
meet the same licensing requirements as non-related

foster parents. However, children can be immediately
placed with kin while undergoing formal licensure,

a process often referred to as emergency caregiver
approval. Kin must subsequently complete all foster
care licensing requirements within 60 days of the
placement. Waivers can be sought to extend a child’s
provisional placement with kin, but must be approved
by Pennsylvania’s Office of Children, Youth, and
Families. A waiver does not guarantee the child will
remain in their kin home during this time.

While approval and licensing standards are intended
to ensure safety, they can be difficult to meet while
actively caring for a child and supporting family
reunification. Additionally, subjective interpretations of
certain policies lead to unjustified disqualifications of
kin during either the emergency conditional approval
or the formal licensing process.

Common barriers and challenges of current licensing
standards include:

Kin must be a minimum age of 21, which
excludes capable young adult relatives between
the ages of 18-21.

Restrictive physical safety and home
requirements, such as bedroom limitations, lack
of resources (such as fire extinguishers), or having
untested well water.
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Background check disqualifications that go
beyond what is required under federal law and are
unrelated to child safety.

Prior child welfare involvement, such as old
reports that do not pose a current safety concern.

Time-consuming, unnecessary training
requirements that are not specific to the needs of
kin caregivers and may not align with safely caring
for a related child.

In addition, many kinship caregivers do not receive
financial support until they are fully licensed,
creating financial strain that jeopardizes kin
placements. Kinship caregivers often lack support

to meet licensing requirements, such as acquiring
specific items (car seats, beds, dressers, and smoke
detectors), accessing prompt fingerprinting, completing

complex paperwork, and coordinating needed services.

A Clear Path Forward: Implementing
Kin-Specific Licensing in Pennsylvania

To align with federal guidance and best practices,
the General Assembly should establish kin-specific
licensing in Pennsylvania that would:

Decrease the minimum age for kinship caregivers
from 21 to 18.

Eliminate non-safety-related physical home
requirements.

Align criminal background check requirements with
federal statute.

Adjust training requirements to reflect the needs of
kinship caregivers.

Ensure prior child welfare involvement is not an
automatic disqualifier and instead encourage a
case-by-case assessment of the history and its
impact on safely caring for the related child.

Ensure kin receive foster care stipends at the time
of placement.

Require county child welfare agencies to actively
support kinship caregivers through the licensing
process.
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Allow county child welfare agencies, rather than the
state, to issue non-safety waivers for regulations
that would otherwise disqualify kin.

Additionally, the General Assembly should establish
a funding stream to provide county child welfare
agencies with sufficient resources to support
reasonable efforts to obtain full licensure for kin
caregivers, including assistance with home repairs,
access to fingerprinting, and the purchase of beds or
safety equipment.

Strengthening Families,
Improving Outcomes

Research supports placement with kin. Pennsylvania
should embrace that evidence and leverage federal
flexibility by prioritizing kinship care. Current policies
create avoidable barriers that delay or deny kinship
placements, increase trauma, and limit stability

for children in agency care. By adopting kin-

specific licensing, the commonwealth can expand
and strengthen kinship care so that children stay
connected to the people and communities they
know and trust. With federal support in place and
other states already leading the way, now is the time
for Pennsylvania to act to strengthen families and
improve outcomes for children.
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